A content analysis of 25 award-winning Australian picture books was conducted to examine whether the incidence of sex-role stereotyping had decreased in Australian picture books since the mid 1970s. Comparing a sample of books from the mid 1970s to a sample from the 2000s, three potential areas of stereotyping were assessed: ratios of male to female characters in central roles, titles, illustrations, and as animal characters; activities the central characters were depicted engaging in; and an exploration of the text for traits that central characters exhibited. No significant differences were detected between the ratios of male to female characters across the two time periods, however, trends towards equality were found between the early and the recent sample in the categories of titles and animal characters. Further, no evidence of stereotyping was found with regard to activities, with male characters not participating in instrumental-independent activities and masculine traits any more often than their female counterparts, and female characters not engaging in passive-dependent activities and feminine traits any more often than male characters. Finally, no evidence was found to suggest that male characters were any more rigidly stereotyped than female characters. It was concluded that, in the current sample, little stereotyping was present, and that such areas of disparity as were evident showed a trend towards equality. The difficulties and pitfalls involved in this sort of study are discussed, with an emphasis on the necessity for, and importance of, broadening the research. This article was originally conceived as an honours thesis.
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This is a refereed article S everAl studies hAve fOuNd thAt childreN develOp KNOwledge surrOuNdiNg sex-roles very early in life. Kuhn et al (1978) found that children as young as two had a significant degree of knowledge regarding sex-role stereotypes and that this knowledge was linked with their ability to understand gender as a constant, unchanging characteristic. Thompson (1975) found that 30-month olds had the capacity to recognise the different sexes and, by 36 months, children could accurately identify their own sex, the sex of others and cultural sex typing.
Given that sex-roles develop early, it is argued that children' s books, and, in particular, picture books, are potentially a very influential source of information to children at a time when they are in the process of forming their notion of appropriate sex-roles (Bradley and Mortimer 1972) . Kortenhaus and Demarest noted that ' In most cultures, the most important and effective way of transmitting values and attitudes is through story telling, and in literate cultures this process includes children' s books ' (1993: 220) .
A major distinction between the portrayal of the sexes, and one that has been incorporated into many of the common sex-role inventories, is the instrumental/expressive split. Instrumental attributes are self-assertive in nature, such as independence and self-confidence, while expressive attributes are interpersonally oriented and include such qualities as kindness and being aware of the feelings of others (Spence and Helmreich 1980) . Although a simplification, Spence and Helmreich suggest that the role culturally prescribed for males requires instrumental attributes and the role prescribed for females requires expressive attributes.
In the literature, something of a paradox exists as to which sex suffers more harm from culturally prescribed stereotypes. The early literature focused largely on the detrimental effects suffered by females. Such arguments state that, as a rule, females are associated with traits and behaviours that are undervalued by society, at least in comparison to those assigned to males (McDonald 1989) , such as nurturance, childcare and domestic duties, while males are seen as powerful, competent, and intellectual (Healy and Ryan 1975) . More recently, however, and with an investigation into the more subtle forms of sexism, numerous studies have shown that males may in fact be more rigidly stereotyped than females (eg, Gooden and Gooden 2001; McDonald 1989; Reeder 1981; St Peter 1979) . Books published since the 1970s have allowed female characters to adopt a number of qualities that had hitherto been considered the exclusive domain of males. Few studies have identified the same degree of cross-over in male characters. The concern is that providing young children with stereotyped models may limit the possibilities they see for themselves and their futures, and this is true for both boys and girls (De Loache et al 1987) .
One of the earliest studies in this area was that of Weitzman et al (1972) , who employed a sample of books which had won the Caldecott Medal -an American award presented annually for the best picture books. Focusing mainly on a sample of books from 1967-1971, they found that female characters were essentially 'invisible'. Overshadowed by a ratio of 11:1 in illustrations, and as much as 95:1 when gendered animals were included, and attaining a ratio of 3:1 in titles, the female characters depicted were found to be 'insignificant', 'inconspicuous' and often nameless. The study of Weitzman et al (1972) has been replicated several times (eg Kolbe and La Voie 1981; Williams et al 1987) . These somewhat more recent replications found an improvement in the representation of female characters with the ratio of male to female central characters and the ratios in illustrations improving, although males still held the edge in visibility.
Since this time, many more studies have taken place, most reporting an improvement in the visibility of female characters over time. Whilst visibility is determined mainly by ratios of male to female characters in such areas as central roles, titles, and illustrations, other more subtle areas of potential stereotyping have also been explored, such as occupations (Hillman 1974; McDonald 1989) , behaviours and emotions (Hillman) , and even the language associated with male and female characters (Tepper and Cassidy 1999; Turner-Bowker 1996) . It is, by and large, these more subtle indicators that tend to still show evidence of stereotyping.
One study which examined not only ratio counts of male to female characters, but also explored the more subtle area of activities was that of Kortenhaus and Demarest (1993) . Using a sample of 25 award-winning and 125 non-award-winning picture books published between the 1940s and 1980s, they found a gradual move towards parity in the categories of titles, central roles, illustrations and animals from the 1940s to the 1970s, but a stagnation of this trend in the 1980s. Female characters had not yet attained equal representation, particularly with regard to animal characters, with only half as many depictions of female characters as male characters. With regard to activities, they identified the 18 most commonly occurring activities in the stories. They found both males and females were highly stereotyped, with males shown in more instrumental-independent activities and females in more passive-dependent activities. This stereotyping was particularly strong in books published before the 1960s. After this time, females were occasionally depicted in instrumental-independent roles but this domain was still male dominated and passive-dependent behaviour was almost exclusively the domain of females.
In many studies an exploration of the more subtle indicators of stereotyping has revealed that male characters may be even more strongly stereotyped than female characters. This possibility was investigated by Evans and Davies (2000) , who explored American elementary school textbooks, examining the traits of male and female central characters using an instrument they compiled based on the Bem (1974) Sex Role Inventory. Of the 132 main characters studied, 54 per cent were male and 46 per cent were female. With regard to personality traits, males were depicted as significantly more aggressive, argumentative and competitive than females. Males were also found to be significantly less likely to display the stereotypically feminine traits of affection, emotional expressivity, passivity or tenderness. However, males did not differ significantly from females in all other stereotypically feminine traits explored. Evans and Davies (2000) concluded that while males were shown to possess both stereotypically masculine and feminine traits, they were still depicted with more stereotypically masculine than stereotypically feminine traits.
The majority of studies that have taken place in this area have dealt with American children' s literature. Unfortunately, Australian studies in this area are very scarce indeed. In fact, only three such studies were found, all published well over 20 years ago.
The first is that of Bradley and Mortimer (1972) who selected books from the 'recommended' lists produced by school library services from five states, and studying over 90 picture books. They found that there were substantially more male than female characters overall in central roles, and as animal characters. Men were found to have diverse profiles, being shown as more active, ingenious, creative, industrious, persevering, achieving, brave, creatively helpful, exploratory, autonomous, aggressive and loving than women. Women, on the other hand, showed significant behavioural patterns only in the areas of helpfulness, concern, use of power, expression of emotion, and order. Girls were usually found in the home, participating in mundane tasks and did not do much at all, while boys were active and participated in exciting and varied activities. Bradley and Mortimer concluded that 'children' s books…are ripe for revolution ' (1972: 42) .
A study by Healy and Ryan (1975) , who carried out a content analysis of sex-role stereotyping in New South Wales primary texts exploring behaviour and roles of central characters, found a significantly greater number of male than female characters. With regard to central characters, 74 per cent were male and 26 per cent were female. Overall, males outnumbered females by a ratio of 2:1. Also, girls were depicted as significantly less active, creative and knowledgeable than boys and were more often depicted engaging in domestic duties, while boys were shown in a wide range of different situations. Healy and Ryan claimed that the majority of books they examined promoted 'outmoded and dysfunctional social stereotypes ' (1975: 16) .
In 1981, Reeder examined 23 books that had been recognised as the Book of the Year by the Children' s Book Council of Australia from 1950 to 1980. She found that overall, male characters outnumbered female characters by a ratio of 3:2 and that stereotypes were endorsed in this selection of books, with males shown largely as dominant and successful and females as passive and nurturant. Regarding the activities of children, girls were found to engage in a much wider range than boys. As well as the stereotypically feminine pastimes, girls were displayed climbing, fighting, surfing, whilst boys were not shown to deviate into the 'feminine' pastimes such as sewing or cooking. However, Reeder points out that although male characters were strongly stereotyped in the 1950s and 1960s, in the 1970s they did start to display some stereotypically feminine qualities. Overall, Reeder concluded that the award-winning literature from the 1950s to the 1970s still displayed highly stereotyped sex-roles, and did not accurately reflect the social changes that had taken place during this time.
As can be seen, there has been little research into Australian picture books and in general, Australian children' s literature of the past 20 years remains largely unregarded. The present study aimed to investigate whether the incidence of sex-role stereotyping had decreased in Australian picture books since the mid 1970s. To do this, a sample of award-winning Australian picture books from the mid 1970s (books published just after the second wave of feminism) was compared to a sample from the early 2000s.
Purely quantitative investigations of children' s books have been criticised for overlooking the more complex and subtle portrayals of gender roles that may be present (Diekman and Murnen 2004) . The current study explored both numerical representations of male and female characters, as well as more subtle measures of sex-role stereotyping. Thus, as well as examining the ratio of male to female characters in central roles, titles, illustrations and as animals, the more subtle indicators of activities and traits engaged in by central characters were also explored.
Method
The sample comprised 25 picture books which had won or been short-listed for the award of Picture Book of the Year by the Children' s Book Council of Australia (CBCA). Nine of the 25 books comprised the early sample (1974) (1975) (1976) (1977) (1978) and the remaining 16 comprised the recent sample (2001) (2002) (2003) . The reason for the unequal sample of years and number of books from the two time periods is two-fold. Firstly, a larger number of years were examined in the earlier period because in total fewer books were short-listed in that period than in the more recent sample. Secondly, not all short-listed books from the two time periods were included due to some restrictions imposed on the type of book that could be chosen. 'ABCs' were excluded due to their lack of standard narrative, and books of short stories and history books were also excluded. A list of the books used in the current study is presented in Table 1 . All books in the sample were subject to a frequency and content analysis. The sex and status of the central characters and any characters mentioned in the title were recorded. The definition of 'central character' used in the current study was adapted from TurnerBowker who described the central character as 'the character who was the main focus of the text ' (1996: 468) . In cases where it was not clear who the central character or characters were, the number of illustrations in which the characters in question were depicted were counted. The character or characters depicted the most (or depicted within a count of three of each other) were considered to be the central characters.
Next, each illustration was analysed separately to form a frequency analysis of male-to-female characters. All human characters (except for background figures) were counted: background figures were omitted because female characters are usually more easily identifiable than males due to their dress. In addition, identifying the sex of background characters often calls upon the very stereotypes we were hoping to examine in as objective a manner as possible. If a clearly depicted human' s sex was unclear, they were listed as 'neuter'. Animal characters were counted only if they were gender-positive, played a role in the story, or appeared in the forefront of illustrations. Illustrations which depicted many people, not all of them easily identifiable as male or female, were listed simply as 'mixed sex crowd scene', 'predominantly male crowd scene' or 'predominantly female crowd scene'. In some illustrations, a character (usually the central character) may be depicted more than once. In such instances, the character was counted as often as they were depicted.
The procedure for assessing activities was replicated from the study of Kortenhaus and Demarest (1993) . They identified the 18 most-frequently depicted activities within their sample. Nine were classed as instrumental-independent activities, and the other nine as passive-dependent activities. Kortenhaus and Demarest describe instrumental-independent activities as 'actions that involved a lot of self-initiated movement, decision making, and/or creativity' and passive-dependent activities as 'actions that required little movement and/or more help from others ' (1993: 223) . Like Kortenhaus and Demarest, the current study examined only the illustrations for the activities engaged in by the central character(s). A holistic portrayal for each central character was adopted. That is, each activity a character exhibited was counted only once for that character, irrespective of how many times the character in question was depicted engaging in that particular activity.
The process for examining traits was adapted from the study of Evans and Davies (2000) , who produced a list of eight masculine and eight feminine traits based on the Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI) (Bem 1974) , accompanied by working definitions. As an extension of their work, the current study provided a further list of traits which were derived by including the traits on the BSRI which were not included or similar to any of the traits from Evans and Davies' list. It was thought that this might provide a more accurate trait evaluation. Where possible, words on this new list were accompanied by dictionary definitions. Again, only central characters were examined with regard to traits depicted, but this time, to make the results comparable to those of Evans and Davies, the text was examined, rather than the illustrations. Again, character analysis was of a holistic nature. One of the issues that arises in analysing traits via the text is that they are often implied rather than mentioned expressly. It was determined that a trait need not be named specifically to be counted. Rather, if there was a clear indication that a character possessed a particular trait, the analyser checked it as present whether or not it was stated explicitly. For example, our list defined the trait 'adventurous' as 'actively exploring the environment, be it real or imagined' -thus if we were told that a central character 'scaled mountains and sailed seas' we would mark that character as adventurous even though this precise term was never used.
Counts of central characters in stories, characters mentioned in titles, ratios in illustrations, plus an analysis of activities and traits of main characters were performed independently by another auditor on approximately one third of the sample. Inter-audit reliability for identification of the central character(s) was high and there was no disagreement with regard to characters mentioned in titles. Inter-audit reliability for illustrations was also high, but was lower for activities and traits. Differences were resolved by discussion.
Results
Comparisons of male to female ratios between the two time periods were explored by running four separate analyses of variance (ANOVAs), one for each story aspect: titles, central roles, illustrations and animal characters. For these tests, mean scores were calculated for each story aspect per book. For example, if a book contained two male central characters and one female central character, it was said to contain 0.67 male central characters (number of male central characters divided by the total number of central characters: 2 ÷ 3) and 0.33 female central characters (1 ÷ 3). This yielded the mean number of male and the mean number of female central characters for that particular book. Titles were calculated similarly. For those variables involving illustrations, mean numbers per illustration were calculated. This method was used since books varied in the number of central characters and illustrations they depicted. Calculating means made these books comparable to one another. Table 2 displays the means per book for each story aspect by decade for males and females.
Whilst the ANOVAs failed to turn up any significant findings, looking at the means from Table 2 , certain trends are revealed. The overrepresentation of males in titles has fallen markedly from the 1970s to the 2000s sample. A similar trend appears with animals, with the difference between males and females becoming less pronounced in the recent sample. These two areas also approached statistical significance. 
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Tests were also conducted to examine whether stereotyping was prevalent in the activities and traits expressed by the central characters. Specifically, ANOVAs were conducted for both time periods, to see if male characters engaged in significantly more instrumental-independent activities and masculine traits than females. Similar tests were conducted to see whether female characters engaged in more passive-dependent and feminine traits than their male counterparts. For these tests, the central character was used as the unit of analysis, since the number of central characters was not uniform across all books. Thus, for each central character, a total score was calculated for the activity or trait type in question, and it was these totals that were used in the subsequent analysis. Table 3 displays the mean trait and activity totals per central character by sex and decade. 
N = 33
The results from the ANOVAs, in conjunction with Table 3 show that no significant differences were detected in the areas of activities or traits, with male characters engaging in instrumental-independent activities and masculine traits no more often than females, and females engaging in passive-dependent and feminine traits not significantly more often than males, in either time period.
To explore whether male characters were more rigidly stereotyped than female characters, t-tests were carried out to see whether female characters were depicted engaging in more instrumental-independent activities and masculine traits than male characters were depicted engaging in passive-dependent and feminine traits. Results are displayed in Table 4 . For the test 'exploring activities', no significant difference was found between the number of male central characters depicted engaging in passive-dependent activities and the number of female characters depicted engaging in instrumental-independent activities. Nor did the number of male characters displaying feminine traits differ significantly from the number of female characters displaying masculine traits. Thus it was found that male characters were no more rigidly stereotyped than female characters, at least in the areas of activities and traits that were explored.
Discussion
Overall there was no statistically significant evidence of stereotyping in the ratios, activities or traits displayed in either the books from the 1970s or the books from the 2000s. However, with regard to ratio of male to female characters, certain trends were revealed.
Whilst not reaching statistical significance, the difference between the number of male and female characters named in titles in the 1970s and 2000s certainly appear to differ substantially, with a much greater number of male characters mentioned in titles of books in the 1970s, while, in the recent sample, this difference had greatly reduced. A similar trend emerged with gendered animal characters. Whilst in the early sample there appeared to be substantially more male than female animals, this difference decreased markedly in the sample from the 2000s. This is consistent with the study of Kortenhaus and Demarest (1993) who reported a move towards parity in male and female ratios.
Furthermore, no evidence of stereotyping was found in the areas of activities or traits for either of the time frames explored. The number of males and females engaging in both activity types and both trait types were not found to differ significantly. This is not consistent with the results of Kortenhaus and Demarest (1993) , who found activities to be highly stereotyped in both sexes, with males dominating the instrumental-independent activities, and females dominating the passive-dependent activities. However, they do concede that girls had begun to be pictured in more instrumental-independent activities between the 1960s and 1980s (although this area was still largely dominated by males), and males were (even more occasionally) pictured in passive-dependent activities (but again, this area was still almost wholly dominated by females).
Perhaps what the current study found is simply an advancement of this trend. With regard to traits, the current findings were not consistent with those of Evans and Davies (2000) , who concluded that male and female characters were stereotyped in many of the traits they explored. In the current study, no such stereotyping was found to occur. This difference could be due to the fact that while Evans and Davies performed trait-by-trait comparisons, the current study employed a more global view of traits, and compared total numbers of masculine and feminine traits exhibited by the central characters. However, Evans and Davies did concede that while the male characters in their sample were more likely to display masculine traits, they were also found to display some stereotypically feminine traits in numbers that did not differ significantly from those of the female characters. This is more consistent with the present findings.
It should be borne in mind that activities and traits are only two possible sources of stereotyping. Whilst in the current study, these two measures were used as more 'subtle' indicators of sexism, some (eg Turner-Bowker 1996) have argued that these areas are really quite blatant, and thus, being more visible, may have been under more pressure to change. Eisenberg (2002) suggests that the truly subtle measures of stereotyping are those which examine language, which, she argues, still displays an unconscious bias yet to be eradicated.
Finally, no evidence was obtained to suggest that male characters were more rigidly stereotyped than females. The number of females engaging in stereotypically 'masculine' activities and traits was not found to differ significantly from the number of males engaging in stereotypically 'feminine' activities and traits. This goes against the findings of Reeder (1981) whose results indicated that males were more stereotyped than females. Again, this could represent a change in one of the more 'overt' forms of sexism. Turner-Bowker (1996) argues that the evening-up of ratios and the more equitable portrayal of the traits and activities of male and female characters may be a form of 'reverse sexism'. Reverse sexism is a practice wherein 'the overt behaviours expressed through feelings of prejudice toward a certain group have changed, but the underlying problem remains. The feelings of prejudice continue to exist, but surface in more safe, socially acceptable ways, which are often difficult to identify ' (1996: 474-75) . It could be argued that it is easier to detect sexism in the activities and traits of characters (particularly main characters) than it would be to detect it in the language associated with, or attached to characters.
Methodological concerns and suggestions for future research
Traditionally, sex-role stereotypes have been studied from one of two perspectives. There are studies, like the current one, that focus on a content analysis of the books themselves to detect the presence of stereotypes. The other style of investigation explores the effects of stereotyping on males and females (Clark et al 1999) . Both types of research should ideally be viewed together. Kolbe and La Voie (1981) argue that the concern surrounding sex-role stereotyping is based on the premise that such stereotypes translate into behaviour; however, McDonald (1989) suggests that this is not necessarily the case. Kolbe and La Voie state 'Without question, sex-role portrayal in books has an influence on children, but the magnitude and generalisation of this influence and its impact on behaviour are as yet not totally understood' (p 374). This is an area that may be explored in more detail in the future.
Using a sample of award-winning books seemed appropriate for the current study since these have high sales figures, a wide circulation and are easily accessible (Kolbe and La Voie 1981) . In addition, much of the previous research has employed such samples, thus, to enable comparisons, a similar sample was chosen, but it does, however, present certain limitations. Many researchers who have used award-winning samples (eg Clark, Kulkin and Clancy 1999; Kortenhaus and Demarest 1993; Peterson and Lach 1990) , point out that the people responsible for presenting such awards are likely to be aware of, and sensitive to, the issue of stereotyping and as such may choose books which promote non-sexist representations of male and female characters. Further, Tepper and Cassidy (1999) , who conducted a survey of parents of preschool children, and made up a sample of books that had actually been read by (or to) children over a one-week period, found that no award-winning books were included in their sample. Thus, whilst award-winning books do have high sales figures, and are widely distributed and recommended, this does not necessarily result in them being read to (or by) children.
It must also be borne in mind that, due to the time constraints inherent in the current project, and the time-consuming nature of content analysis, the sample was relatively small. As such, power in many of the statistical analyses was low, and the sample was not large enough to detect subtle differences which may have been present. Further, the choice of timeframe may also have led to the lack of significant findings. It could be that by the time of our early sample (mid 1970s), the women' s movement and the resulting scrutiny on the portrayal of sex-roles in picture books, had already been successful in producing changes in Australian picture books. Mortimer and Bradley (1979) argued that, in Australia, the 'new' feminism began in the late 1960s and it was in the early 1970s that studies of sex-role stereotyping in children' s literature began to emerge (Marshall 2004) . It could be that by the mid 1970s, such studies had already had their impact and brought about change.
Further information with regard to stereotyping might have been gained by considering the status of characters when analysing the data; however that level of detail was beyond the scope of the current study. Many studies have, however, found that men and women are highly stereotyped, often more so than boys and girls (eg Healy and Ryan 1975; Bradley and Mortimer 1972) . As adult characters provide children with potential models of their future selves (Williams et al 1987) , this area is worthy of investigation. Further, there is some evidence (eg, De Loache et al 1987) that gender-neutral characters are likely to be represented to children as male. Therefore, a full analysis of all neuter characters may be of interest.
Picture books are but one potential source of sex-typed models that children are exposed to. There is, however, evidence to suggest they are a particularly influential source. Jones, Coombs, and McKinney (1994, cited in Eisenberg 2002) point out that children' s literature appears to be better recalled than textbooks, and Miles (1980, cited in Kortenhaus and Demarest 1993) found that children remember books better than television shows. Turner-Bowker points out that watching television is a passive experience, whereas reading is very much an active one. She states 'Even for young children who are not able to read, the experience of having a book read to them is an active process as well as an interactive process with the parent or reader. These variables must be considered in the acquisition of gender stereotypes ' (1996: 477) . This leads to another potential limitation. The present study only examined what was physically represented on the page. But, as Turner-Bowker (1996) points out, reading is indeed an active process. Fox states:
When we read we tend to think of meaning-making as a one-way transaction between us and the words on the page. We assume that the text just sits there passively as we actively drag our own meaning from it. But texts aren't passive at all: they're highly active. They construct us by presenting to us an image of ourselves. They mould us into who we think we are, like plasticine being shaped this way and that (1993: 656).
De Loache et al (1987) argue that the way parents and others interpret and represent picture books to children may be an even more important source of learning about sex-roles than what actually appears on the page. Poarch and Monk-Turner (2001) suggest that future research could aim to examine how children understand the messages and illustrations they are exposed to in children' s books. The way in which children understand the mediated story they receive through those who read to them would also be an area worthy of study.
Part of the problem in conducting a study such as the current one is in determining what constitutes a stereotype. Oskamp et al, who reported an overall reduction in stereotyping of male and female characters, make the following point:
it should be noted that some of the apparent fading of gender-stereotypic portrayals…may be the result of shifts over time in the evaluative criteria for gender-typical behaviour that were used by raters in different decades…It seems to have become less clear over the past 25 years just what constitutes 'traditional gender role behaviour ' (1996: 37). This confusion was, perhaps, illustrated by the lack of significant findings in the current study. Oskamp et al (1996) also assert that whilst examining qualities such as activities and traits may give a more accurate picture of stereotyping than simple ratios, the exploration of these more subtle measures arguably involves a larger degree of subjectivity. In the current study, whilst the counts of male to female characters in central roles, titles, and illustrations were found to have high inter-auditor reliability, the reliability of the activities and, particularly, the trait measures were much lower. Whilst attempting to make the process as objective as possible by providing a detailed coding scheme, it was an area that inevitably involved some level of subjective judgment.
Kabaji describes children' s literature as a 'double-edged sword ' (2002: 1) . While it can present children with a limited view of their own potential, it can also be instrumental in breaking down sex-role stereotypes and presenting male and female characters who have a wide range of characteristics, behaviours and emotions. He argues that books containing non-stereotyped characters may lead children to question their beliefs about sex-roles and lead them to a more egalitarian view of what males and females can do. However, there seems to be a fine line between advocating positive role models in children' s books and endorsing censorship. Deikman and Murnen (2004) make the important point that: 'Limiting children' s reading diet solely to gender-egalitarian models may not be the best way to work against sexism. In real life, children will surely encounter gender prejudice; educating children that such constructs exist, and how to work against them, can be more effective than ignoring the reality ' (2004: 382) .
In conclusion, the current study of award-winning children' s literature failed to find any concrete evidence of sex-role stereotyping, but the fact that there were trends in that direction, particularly in a sample of books that have been singled out as the best in their field, should be of some concern. It was pleasing to find, however, that the trend detected between the early sample and the recent one was a move towards a more equitable distribution of male and female characters. It must be remembered, however, that this was only a trend, and not a statistically significant finding. It could be that stereotyping, at least in its more overt form, was simply not present in the current sample. However, whilst results of the present study were inconclusive, it seems clear that this is an area of study which has, hitherto, been largely neglected in the field of Australian children' s literature. Given the potential influence of such books on children, it is certainly an area in which more research is needed, particularly on a wider sample of available picture books. This material is condensed from an honours psychology thesis.
